Management of patients with Alzheimer's disease in long-term care facilities.
The care of residents with AD in long-term care facilities presents a number of challenges to nursing staff. The institutionalized person with AD displays a number of behaviors that are difficult to manage on traditional, integrated nursing units. In these units, behaviors such as wandering and falling are often managed by chemical and physical restraints. Multiple, complex stimuli, common on integrated units, contribute to the confusion and disorientation experienced by residents with AD. An alternative setting, the special-care unit designed specifically to meet the needs of residents with AD, has been described. Special-care units modify the environment of the traditional nursing unit to promote the safety of demented residents. The units are an attempt to reduce or control the amount of sensory stimulation in order to prevent catastrophic behaviors in the residents and maximize patient functioning. Staff on special-care units are selected specifically for their commitment to the unique care demands required by residents with AD. Ordinarily, staff in long-term care settings need specialized education to provide this care. A research project designed to evaluate the effectiveness of a special-care unit was also described. This research is valuable to residents with AD, their families, managers, and policy makers of long-term care institutions concerned with the effective use of resources. Considerable costs are involved in the construction and staffing of special-care units. However, the potential costs and threats to quality of care associated with care of residents with AD on traditional units make it imperative to evaluate the effectiveness of special-care units. With the increasing number of persons expected to develop AD, nurses, managers of long-term care facilities, and policy makers are faced with the difficult prospect of determining the most effective means of caring for these residents. Because there have been no definitive, comprehensive studies of special care units, there is an absence of empiric support for the many proposed advantages. Few studies have used systematic measurement techniques or measures with established reliability and validity. Given the growing number of elderly persons in the United States and the expected growth in the number of nursing home residents with AD, it is important to establish the value of special treatment units for residents with AD.